In May 2000, the University of Cambridge announced plans to build a primate facility for research in the neurosciences and on neurological diseases. However, South Cambridgeshire District Council refused to grant planning permission, partly as a result of concerns raised by the police about public safety at the site. This resulted in a vigorous campaign by pro-animal research activists, as a result of which, on 21 November 2003, John Prescott MP, the Deputy Prime Minister, overruled the local authority and gave the project the Government's go-ahead, in what was called "an unequivocal message of support" for the neurosciences. 1 This was a surprising comment, since his decision was about a planning permission appeal, and did not reflect the scientific merit of the research for which the proposed facility would be built.
According to the newspapers, the pro-animal research lobby have claimed that the facility is needed to solve the problems of Aids, Alzheimer's disease, autism, bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), malaria, Parkinson's disease, severe mental illness, and indeed, life-threatening diseases in general, as well as telling us all we need to know about hearing, memory, movement, vision, mechanisms of strokes, and brain injuries. [2] [3] [4] A leading article has talked about "a greater good", since "animal trials are a valuable resource", 5 and Mark Matfield (Executive Director of the Research Defence Society) has said that the suffering which will inevitably be caused to animals is "a price worth paying". 4 But is it, and if so, by whom? And how can these advocates legitimately claim that one facility would deliver so much?
Also in November 2003, the Prime Minister launched a "Groundbreaking Report [which] Aims to Secure UK Leadership in Global Biosciences", produced by the Bioscience Innovation and Growth Team (BIGT). 6 One of the report's key recommendations is that there should be "legislation to deal with animal extremism which threatens to block the development of important medicines". I would like to think that they meant extremism which leads to exaggerated claims about the value of research on animals, such as those made about the need for the Cambridge facility. Unfortunately, however, the BIGT's comment was aimed at animal rights protesters who, if allowed to continue unleashed, "will drive research abroad". However, a letter by a lawyer, published in The Times, 7 was critical of the BIGT, pointing out that the gap in the law had already been plugged, since injunctions under the Protection from Harassment Act 1997 were already proving very effective in protecting Huntingdon Life Sciences and its clients from animal rights extremists.
My own great concern stems from the fact that insufficient attention has been paid to the scientific justification for conducting this kind of research with primates, bearing in mind the ethical questions raised by such use and the huge negative impact that building an extensive new facility for this purpose would have on the operation of the Animal (Scientific Procedures) Act 1986. I very much hope that the proposed Cambridge facility will never be built, for the following reasons:
1. The use of such highly sentient creatures is morally indefensible -the main reason for the desire to use them, their similarity to ourselves, is also a most compelling reason for not doing so. 8 They share our capacity to suffer, which is much greater than that found in any other animals.
2. The higher primates, by their very nature, cannot be institutionalised and remain healthy, which fundamentally compromises their wellbeing, as well as reducing the value of any data obtained when they are subjected to experimental procedures. This especially applies to animals housed singly in cages, which is likely to be the fate of most of the higher primates kept in laboratories.
3. The construction of the proposed centre at Cambridge would be the single biggest attack so far on the intentions of the Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act 1986, which are to apply the Three Rs concept of Russell & Burch as proposed in The Principles of Humane Experimental Technique in 1959; that is, to progressively reduce, refine and replace the use of laboratory animals in biomedical research, testing and education.
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The Future of Non-human Primates as Laboratory Animals in Great Britain: Please Don't Build the Cambridge Laboratory! 4. In my opinion, some of the procedures to be applied to primates in the new facility, and especially those involving the insertion of electrodes into the brain, 4 involve substantial suffering. Fully conscious animals can be strapped in primate chairs, with rigid head restraint, for up six hours per day, five days per week, for months on end, in order for electrodes to be implanted deep within their brains, for tracing the functions of individual neurons. This appears to be conveniently classified at present as only of "moderate" severity, since, while this kind of work has been going on for decades, only 3 of 97 licences granted for projects involving primates between 1997 and 2001 were classified as involving "substantial" severity. 9 Yet there is little evidence that such work has provided much benefit to humans. A survey of the literature has shown that most of those who do this kind of work quote their own publications and those of scientists doing similar work, but have little wider impact, especially on clinical practice. 8 
5.
Similarly, there is little evidence that primates provide effective models for human disease, especially since insufficient is usually known either of the human disease, or of its purported relation in primates, for a rational judgement to be made about how useful the primate model is likely to be. (The clinical relevance of animal-based research is an issue of major importance, which deserves independent consideration and proper evaluation in a wider context. 10 )
6. Trying to produce animal models of human disease is an outdated approach, especially since there are now many non-invasive ways of working with human patients. For example, in research on pain itself, far more progress is currently being made in human studies than with animals, partly because human studies are of more-direct relevance to other humans, and partly because human beings can describe their experiences. 11 7. The high cost of the proposed Cambridge facility, now put at £32 million plus running costs, 12 would be at the expense of other forms of research, such as clinical research and the search for alternative (non-animal) methods, both of which suffer from a lack of funds.
8. Once the facility is built, it will be very difficult for the Home Office to apply the cost-benefit analysis required by the Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act 1986 to what goes on there. All the scientists involved will have to do is to say that, since the facility has been built, it must be used. They will also continue to make unsubstantiated claims that their work is at the cutting edge of science and is in the national interest, and that they will leave the country to work elsewhere, if their ambitions are frustrated. They are likely to be able to continue to call upon the unquestioning support of the Government, especially as it appears that no government is able to withstand pressure from Oxbridge and the Scientific Establishment (recently described by Bryan Appleyard 13 as practising "Al-Scientism", an aggressive and highly political conspiracy, fired by the ideology of scientism and based on a belief in the omnicompetence of scientists).
9. An associated danger is that, once the facilities have been provided and the animals are available, there will be an excess of production over use, so uses for them will be sought; that is, their use will be driven by their availability, not by the need for the essential information that they could provide. This has already happened with marmosets in the UK, and also in the case of chimpanzees and macaques in The Netherlands. 15 This is already a cause for great concern, even without the new Cambridge facility.
Bearing all this in mind, I shall continue to fight for the zero option, which I proposed in 1995. 16 This would involve the progressive, sensible and collaborative elimination of the need to use any nonhuman primates (and therefore of the need to capture them in the wild or breed them in captivity). I will do so in the sincere belief that the achievement of this goal would enhance, rather than threaten, our chances of overcoming the remaining diseases which threaten the length and quality of human life. I hope that there are influential people in Cambridge who have not yet succumbed to the pressures of Al-Scientism.
Michael Balls

